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Press reports questioning how President Arnoldo Aleman acquired various properties have
caused Comptroller General Agustin Jarquin to begin an investigation under the ethics statute for
public officials (Ley de Integridad Moral de los Funcionarios Publicos). Aleman has fought back
with attacks against the press and a lawsuit against Jarquin based on an old accusation that the
comptroller improperly accepted a loan from a state agency.
Through most of January, the newspaper La Prensa ran expose-style stories on the president's
properties and on his alleged use of state-owned vehicles in construction work on his 16,525-hectare
estate El Limon #2 near Tola, in the western department of Rivas near the Costa Rican border. The
property is near a coastal area where Aleman has backed plans for foreign investment in tourist
facilities, said La Prensa. The newspaper said local residents believed Aleman was also building a
private heliport on the property and that a private paved road was being built from the coast to El
Limon #2.
Some residents told reporters they had seen government trucks carrying construction materials and
workers to the site. Answering the newspaper reports on Jan. 11, Aleman said a government truck
seen on the property was perhaps sold by the government and the new owner had not changed the
plates.
The next day his public-relations secretary said the vehicle was still state owned and registered to
the Ministry of Environment and Natural Resources (MARENA). He said the driver was only giving
a ride to some construction workers when La Prensa photographers took pictures of the vehicle on
Aleman's property.
Later, Aleman confirmed his public-relations secretary's account to La Prensa and denied he was
building a heliport. He confirmed that a coastal road was under construction but said plans for it
began before 1979, during the Anastasio Somoza dictatorship. Tola mayor Eddy Trinidad Segura
said a US$850 million tourist complex will be built with foreign capital at El Astillero.
Some local residents in El Astillero claim they have been ordered by Aleman to vacate their
land to make way for the project. Title to the land where the complex will be located is muddied.
Local residents say it once belonged to a Cornelio Hueck but that it remained unoccupied after
the Sandinista revolution in 1979. The Sandinistas stopped collecting rent from the settlers who
occupied it.
Under the administration of former president Violeta de Chamorro (1990-1997), the land was turned
over to a former member of the Resistencia Nicaraguense who never came to develop it. Now
Aleman owns it, say the residents.
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Aleman calls the press accounts a "conspiracy" In a Feb. 8 radio address, Aleman did not respond
directly to questions about the properties, but instead attacked the media for engaging in a
"conspiracy" of disinformation originating with a faction of the Frente Sandinista de Liberacion
Nacional (FSLN) that opposes the ongoing talks between him and Sandinista leader Daniel Ortega
(see NotiCen, 1999-02-18).
In mid-February, Aleman listed three properties totaling 46,981 ha that he and his family acquired
since he became president. These were bought "at ridiculously low" prices from several Sandinista
cooperatives, he said. The cooperatives feared that they would be evicted with the coming of
the Aleman administration in 1997, but "we gave them their land titles and they freely sold their
properties," he said.
Other press reports described acquisitions by various high officials and members of Aleman's
family. Central Bank president Noel Ramirez and Minster of the Presidency Fernando Robleto
have been accused of having paved roads built, at government expense, leading to their properties
outside Managua.
In February, a US citizen, Benedict Charles Lawson III, wrote to Jarquin asking for legal intervention
against Alvaro Aleman, the president's brother, who had purchased property in El Astillero from
Lawson's wife. At the time of the sale, the property was in litigation because of divorce proceedings
and was therefore fraudulently sold, said Lawson.
La Prensa later reported that President Aleman had appointed Lawson's wife, Jacqueline Marie
Guerrero de Lawson, to a post in the Foreign Ministry. The newspaper asked if the job was an
inducement to sell the property. Questions about the propriety of Aleman's acquisitions spread to
the National Assembly. A dissident member of the governing Alianza Liberal, Eliseo Nunez, called
for an investigation of other officials and legislators who had acquired property while in office. He
said he would introduce a bill to require all officials to put their private business affairs into blind
trusts during their time in office.
Sandinista Deputy Victor Hugo Tinoco asked Jarquin to investigate the newspaper charges, and
Sandinista Deputy Monica Baltodano said Aleman had also acquired many properties when he
was mayor of Managua. She said that, if his disclosure statements (declaraciones de probidad)
made before becoming mayor were compared with those when leaving the office and entering the
presidency, "we would realize that the president's properties have grown enormously." She brought
up the possibility of removing Aleman from the presidency if it can be shown he acquired property
illicitly or by taking advantage of his office.
Examining Aleman's asset declaration as mayor, the newspaper La Tribuna said he listed two
automobiles when he became mayor in 1990 and, although he made no interim declarations, the
number of cars rose to eight by the time he left office in 1997. He set the total value of the cars at US
$272,000 US$41,000 less than his total salary during those five years. La Tribuna said his declarations
of land, buildings, and other assets were vague and did not always indicate assessed value or other
important details.
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The issue escalated into a major scandal when Comptroller General Jarquin entered the
controversy. Aleman's feud with Jarquin heated up last July when Aleman first accused Jarquin of
accepting an illegal loan from the Instituto Nicaraguense de Seguro Social and then began openly
pressing for his ouster in August (see NotiCen, 1998-09-10)
On Jan. 20, Jarquin announced that his office would review documents relating to Aleman's land
deals in Rivas department to determine if a formal investigation is in order. He said he will soon
propose legislation to strengthen the ethics law pertaining to crimes of illicit enrichment and
influence peddling. He said Aleman had not declared any new additions to his property, as required
by the ethics law, since becoming president in 1997.
Aleman's interpretation of the law, however, is that he is only required to inform the comptroller
about any increase in assets when his term as president expires. While that is not what the law says,
La Tribuna reported that neither of Aleman's predecessors, Daniel Ortega (1985-1990) or Chamorro,
reported additions to their assets while in office.

Comptroller General says Aleman threatened him
Jarquin said Feb. 13 he would soon complete his inquiry, but he feared releasing Aleman's
1997 declaracion de probidad because of threats he had received from Aleman. In a telephone
conversation, Aleman reportedly asked Jarquin if he wanted "to play hardball," which Jarquin
took as a threat. Jarquin said that he had received a number of threatening telephone calls and that
Aleman had sent a security detail to his residence to give him "maximum protection."
At the same time, someone leaked to the press a copy of a letter from the chief of police to Aleman
answering the president's request for details about Jarquin's personal security guards, his work
schedule, and his movements. Jarquin strongly suggested Aleman had leaked the letter and said its
publication placed him at risk.
On Feb. 15, referring obliquely to Jarquin, the president said that accusations concerning his
properties were a "smokescreen," and that he had sufficient evidence to investigate the real
"thieves." He then announced that he had ordered charges brought against Jarquin for his alleged
crime against the Seguro Social. "This is playing hardball in Nicaraguan terms," said the president.
[Sources: Notimex, 01/20/99, 02/09/99; La Prensa (Nicaragua), 10/29/98, 01/11/99, 01/12/99, 01/15/99,
01/19/99, 01/20/99, 02/09/99, 02/11/99, 02/13/99, 02/17/99; La Tribuna (Nicaragua), 02/16/99, 02/19/99,
02/23/99]
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